JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. it in and strutted in place. The radiance of her personality and her joy in life seemed to express themselves in her body" (4). The female body is frequently figured as text-the uncontrolled body that flails around is frequently sexualized. That the body described by these lines is a black body adds yet another dimension to this already problematic figuring of the body. Josephine Baker's body has become, for her audiences, the personification of the exotic primitive.1 When the managers of the Theatre de ChampsElysees, where the Revue Negre was to be performed, first saw the performance that the dancers and musicians from Harlem had brought to Paris, they were reportedly "in despair." To remedy the situation they brought in an outside producer to spice up the show. Jacques Charles "agreed that the show needed something. It was noisy and inelegant, and worst of all it wasn't black enough" (Rose 5).
cussed above is illuminating in its attention to specific already circulating notions of what constituted and still constitutes "blackness." This complex relationship between female bodies and notions of black "authenticity" is a tangled web. As a critique of authenticity, James Clifford, examining New York's 1984 Museum of Modem Art show entitled " 'Primitivism' in 20th Cenhuy Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modem," asserts that if there had been different stories told in the exhibition, then they might have been stories of race instead of art. What was constructed for the show, however, was a story of art which neatly situated "high" and "low" art by juxtaposing the "tribal" with the "modem." Under this umbrella, Clifford writes, "modernism is thus presented as a search for 'informing principles' that transcend culture, politics, and history.... the tribal is modem and the modem more richly, more diversely human" (191) . By presenting the show in this manner, mi the drive for "humanness," other questions are shut out. What the show's configuration does not permit are questions of history, race, and politics. Instead the exhibit is presented as a non-problematic desire on the part of the West to collect the world-the notion that tribal arts did not in any way exist as arts before they were discovered by modernist painters, specifically Picasso (Clifford 196 ). Clifford suggests that, if the exhibit had permitted alternate stories, one such story could have been figured in the body of Josephine Baker.
Art in the history the MOMA presented, Clifford writes, had no "essential link with coded perception of black bodies." Indeed, the tribal artifacts in the exhibit lost all specificity except as defined by the way in which they were inflected next to Western, modem art. Clifford claims that a different historical focus might bring a photograph of Josephine Baker into the vicinity of the African statues that were excitingthe Parisian avant-garde in the 1910l and 192(0; but such a juxtaposition would be unthinkable in the MOMA history, for it evokes different affinities from those contIibuting to the category of great art. The blackbody in Paris of thetwenties was an ideological artifact. Archaic Africa ... was sexed, gendered, and invested with "magic" in specific ways. Standard poses adopted by "La Bakaire," like Lkger's designs and costumes, evoked a recognizable "Africanity"-the naked form emphasizing pelvis and buttocks, a segmented stylization suggesting a strangely mechanical vitality. The inclusion of so ideologically loaded a form as thebodyof Josephine Baker ... would suggest a different account of modernist primitive.... Problematizing the exotic in this way, suggesting that it has a specificity and that this specificity can be traced to the body of Josephine Baker, does radically alter the story, especially if we believe the way in which the Revue Negre was made blacker. The body itself becomes more than an artifact, because bodies can tell their own stories. At the very least, they tell the story of how their bodies were put on display.
I agree with Clifford that the black body in 1920s Paris was already caught in a complicated web of discourses. But it is precisely this web that tells the story and calls its own assumptions into question. In Clifford's formulation, body = art = refiguring relations of power. As the body becomes an exotic curiosity, a literal performance of the exotic, the power relationship between the performer and the viewer is politicized. When the black body presents performances of its mythical exoticism, it calls these relations into question. Indeed, I believe that it challenges the very notions of real and exotic that the review Rose cites above locates. Thus, Josephine Baker's body, next to the same tribal art used to set off the modem "high" art, could create an alternate text.
However, this move would not be totally unproblematic. What Clifford fails to factor into his formulation is the way in which the female body is continually structured as object of the gaze. To place a photograph of Baker's body in a museum would be to recommodify her, even if in a different setting. To do so might even replicate the same structure which created the black body as an artifact.
Although the black female body was already a readable text, it will be clear in Larsen's repositioning of this body that it is more than an artifact. The juxtaposition above would call attention to the making of the body into art, but this gesture would be done at the risk of keeping myths intact in the same way that Rose unself-consciously asserts of Baker, "The radiance of her personality and her joy in life seemed to express themselves in her body.' Similarly, instead of problematizing the exotic, Rose tries to make the classification less problematic by explaining it through modernist art and literature. For Rose, the exotic is easily separable from the primitive. She writes, "An enthusiasm for African statues in one thing, for black flesh another. I would call one primitive and the other exotic" (4344). The exotic primitive is yet a third. Its construction stems from the texts of the exotic that are already assumed. To make the separation between the exotic and the primitive today in an intellectualized manner is a much simpler gesture than it was when Josephine Baker danced in Paris. If Baker were merely exotic and not primitive, then why the desire to dress her up in "primitive" costume? Why the desire to make her sensuality exotic? And why has this conflation of black women and exoticism held fast for so many years?
In her "Introduction" to the Rutgers edition of Nella Larsen's Quicksand, Deborah McDowell suggests that, "since the very beginning of their 130-year history, black women novelists have treated sexuality with caution and reticence." She goes on to assert that "this pattern is clearly linked to the network of social and literary myths perpetuated throughout history about black women's libidinousness" (xii). Two vital contributions to the discussion of this "libidinousness" and the myths that surround it are Gertrude Stein's Three Lives and Nella Larsen's Quicksand. And it is my contention that the juxtaposition of these two texts is a way into the complicated web of desire and representation that faces any literary depiction of black womanhood. My concern lies in the way in which, when juxtaposed, these texts engage in a dialogue. The conversation that they hold forms the center of a persistent debate about race, gender, and sexuality. Although Stein's notions of black female sexuality come out of what critically look like misreadings of black women, her book is one of many in a literary history that has continually represented black womanhood through such misreadings. Black women writers were reticent to repeat the same notions they had heard for years. As a white writer, Stein may be said to have exhibited a naivete of subject matter. However, the problem of representation seems more endemic to a literary history than to a specific person. Indeed, both texts must be situated together to illuninate this history. I want to argue that by engaging the myths that Stein deploys in Three Lives, Larsen posits questions of sexuality to challenge the historical misrepresentations of black women. In doing this she challenges, most specifically, the portrayal of the black woman as exotic and always available for public consumption. Indeed, she takes on the misreadings of Josephine Baker's performances. Wandering in "Melanctha" is the central act of the text. The complex, desiring Melanctha "wanders" both for knowledge and for sex. As a euphemism, wandering cuts two ways-it is an active and a passive activity. It is both a quest for knowledge and the desire somehow simply to acquire knowledge, to have it conferred upon one-a wondering that Melanctha has to wander to discover; a wondering that leads her first into relationships with men who will grant her knowledge, and then into a more complex relationship with Jane Harden, who will give her bodily knowledge. Yet, in all its connotations, wandering is a sexual activity -a desire to know, to feel, to be somehow better or smarter in the world. It is a movement that takes Melanctha many times over the tracks into the rail yard to talk with men during the day, but then leads her back to those in the business, or middle class, at night. Described as an almost uncontrollable desire, wandering for the negress Melanctha becomes emblematic of worth: "Melanctha Herbert always loved too hard and too much. She was always full of mystery and subtle movements and denials and vague distrusts and complicated delusions" (89). Hers is an enigmatic position, a position that is, I believe, constructed by Stein to embody the "knowledge" she as author has about black women.2 This knowledge, however, comes in the replication of myths of the black woman, myths that are centered around exotic sexuality and licentiousness. Stein also, and problematically, equates blackness with the animal, a beastly sexuality, which permits the reading of black women = beasts. This is most clearly seen in the above description of Rose giving birth; black women are almost always on the verge of turning into "simple beast [s] ." This is what Melanctha must fight against but is unable to escape.
If, as Ann Charters notes in her "Introduction" to the Penguin edition of Three Lives, this text is a refiguring of Stein's earlier Q.E.D., then the choice of transplanting the story of a white love triangle into a black context is an interesting one. Charters argues that Stein felt herself on 'secure ground as a storyteller because she was reworking an episode of her own life," the desire/affair she had with a woman at Radcliffe (xvii). However, the move into blackness, so to speak, is a move into territory that, through its myths, is figured as a more readily acceptable world for complex and nontraditional desire. In this shift from "Whiteness" to "Blackness," Stein carries with her, and indeed exploits, a longstanding and traditional misconception: that black women are exotic and always sexually available. Exotic is used to distinguish "us" from the "Other." The Other, then, becomes the convenient receptacle for fantasies, or Josephine Baker's coerced self-representation of the connection between black women and the jungle. The exotic black woman, figured as sexually available, is constructed as exotic precisely to distance us from her, to suggest that because her body is already prefigured as untamed she cannot fully speak for herself. To do so would be to speak against the story that her body already tells. To argue that Stein transplanted her story onto such a different world in order to disguise it completely and distance it from herself is a compelling argument. This argument, however, does not fully take into account the implications of making such a shift-the implications of crossing the figurative line that divides Whiteness and Blackness. Most damaging to the argument of distancing is that Stein crosses the line without problematizing her own crossing (or passing, more specifically, Charters' skepticism is a double gesture, one that condemns and excuses at the same time. Because Stein was building on already available and widely accepted stereotypes, and these stereotypes were not of her own making, the stories in the text are permitted to remain believable and compassionate.4 But Charters leaves no room for the argument that in replicating stereotypes, and portraying them compassionately, Stein is responsible for actively reinforcing them. Stein's added element of compassion or believability is more compellingly read as another gesture in a long history of portraying black women's exoticism to the reading class.
This exoticism is more clearly figured in "Melanctha" through the notion of wandering. But more troubling is the description of wandering as an uncontrollable urge for Melanctha. This urge takes away, to a great extent, Melanctha's agency, especially if one reads wandering as perhaps the only way Melanctha expresses herself in the text. This loss of agency is compounded by the idea that Melanctha's real power is continually being described as coming from her father. This power is then transformed into sexual power: "Melanctha Herbert had always been old in her ways and she knew very early how to use her power as a woman." Melanctha's sexuality, her power, comes from her father, who is "very black and evil" (95). This indeed is the figure of Melanctha's sexuality-black and evil. This is the kind of conclusion that the text permits. Helga Crane's struggle with herself and her surroundings is figured from the beginning of the novel. Caught within a narrow space in Naxos, where she teaches school, Helga sits in her room with only one reading lamp glowing. Everything is ordered, and all of her belongings surround her. The light was "a small oasis in a desert of darkness" (1). This is evident in more ways than one. Not only is this small light in the literal darkness of the room, but Helga herself is a small light in the figurative darkness of Naxos. Helga does not fit in Naxos for a combination of reasons. Others around her read her as exotic because she dresses differently and does not follow all of the rules. She is also a light in that she does not fully understand or believe in the culture that surrounds her. In this representation, Larsen complicates the association of darkness/ignorance, lightness/knowledge. At first glance it would seem that, because Helga is in the light, she has an advantage over the darkness around her. But Helga is as confused in the light as she sees others are in the dark. Her confusion is of fitting in. Helga herself embodies both the light and the dark in the color of her skin and her black and white heritage. Larsen thus throws the borders of knowledge into confusion.
The people of Naxos dislike Helga because she does not fit-she has a passion for fine things and bright colors that does not mingle well with this environment. Additionally, because Helga does not fit and makes no effort to conform, she does not like the people of Naxos. In her room, watching the drab, dull colors outside of her window, Helga reflects on "fragments of a speech made by the dean of women. . .-'Bright colors are vulgar'-'Black, gray, brown, and navy blue are the most becoming colors for colored people'-'Dark-complected people shouldn't wear yellow, or green or red" (17-18). This reflection on color foregrounds Helga's own color. She calls herself "a despised mulatto" but finds that ... something intuitive, some unanalyzed driving spirit of loyalty to the inherent racial need for gorgeousness told her that bright colours were fitting and that dark-complexioned people should wearyellow, green, and red. Black, brown, and gray were ruinous to them, actually destroyed the luminous tones lurking in their dusky skins. One of the loveliest sights [she] had ever seen had been a sooty black girl decked out in a flaming orange dress, which ahorrified matron had next day consigned to the dyer. Why, she wondered, didn't someone write A Pleafor Color? (18) Although the dean of women is a "great 'race' woman" she does not know her race, wants to keep her race from acknowledging color. This "Plea for Color" that Helga imagines is more than a plea for colored clothes. It is a plea for the recognition of her own color-of the different colors of the black race. Yet Helga's plea illuminates two points simultaneously. It reveals the struggle that Helga has both with color and with sexuality. Her recognition of an "unanalyzed driving spirit of loyalty to the inherent racial need for gorgeousness' is a double gesture in which Helga finds the desire for colors not only to break stereotypes, but also to help acknowledge both sides to herself. In other words, the recognition of the "exotic" in the self and the self as desirable. This is a doubleness that Helga will struggle with throughout the text.
Because of her passion for color, one of many passions she has to keep under control in Naxos, Helga "could neither conform, nor be happy in her unconformity" (7). Helga's color and passion for colors situates her on the border between cultures-whiteness and blackness. Because she does not feel comfortable either in an all-black world or an all-white world, she cannot fully cross the line into one or the other. Her discomfort with the race question, and her equal discomfort with the way her own blackness is perceived in a white world, makes it difficult for Helga to fit. This will become apparent later in the text when Helga travels to Denmark and becomes fully marked by her color-and the colors she wears-in a culture of whiteness. Deborah McDowell notes that, ". . . in focusing on the problems of the 'tragic mulatto,' readers miss the more urgent problem of female sexual identity which Larsen tried to explore" (xvii). I concur with this reading but want to carry it further by asserting that it is precisely the "tragic mulatto" who enables the reading of sexuality that McDowell wants to practice. Because Larsen foregrounds color in her text, she uses the focus to illuminate questions of sexuality. By portraying the color border, Larsen has enabled readings of other borders as well. To stop on the border of color, I agree, is a reading that does not touch sexuality. But one cannot examine sexuality in the text without confronting color and the way in which color itself becomes sensualized and sexualized. Thus McDowell's question-"How to write about black female sexuality in a literary era that often sensationalized it and pandered to the stereotype of the primitive exotic?" -is the right one to ask (xvi). Questions about the intersection of color and sexuality simultaneously need to be posited. For example, how does color regulate Helga's own sexuality?
Larsen's plea for color is much less monolithic than the blackness constructed as more "authentic" in 1925 Paris. Yet it is no less problematic for her heroine. With images of the exotic circulating widely in art and literature, it is no wonder that one of the main struggles Helga Crane must face is the intersection of her sexuality with her race. Indeed, these identities come together to refute, to some extent, the exoticism embodied in Josephine Baker. The "exoticism" in Quicksand is quickly shut out and reduced to sex. When Larsen's novel first appeared, it was praised by Gwendolyn Bennett in her Opportunity column "The Ebony is not without its nod to Harlem nightlife, however. Helga moves in the middle-class circles of Harlem, circles more prone to intellectual dinner parties than night-time cabarets. Yet one night Helga finds herself with friends in a place where "a glare of light struck her eyes, a blare of jazz her ears" (58). Historically, cabarets were middle-class milieux, but Helga has never before experienced one. Helga brings her uncomfortableness with her to this place-a feeling that she does not belong. It is a feeling similar to that she had about Naxos.
Larsen describes the club scene as follows, while readers look both with Helga's eyes and at Helga: They danced, ambling lazily to a crooning melody, or violently twisting their bodies, like whirling leaves, to a sudden streaming rhythm, or shaking themselves ecstatically to a thumping of unseen tomtoms. For a while, Helga was oblivious of the reek of flesh, smoke, and alcohol, oblivious of the oblivion of other gyrating pairs, oblivious of the color, the noise, and the grand distorted childishness of it all. She was drugged, lifted, sustained by the extraordinary music, blown out, ripped out, beaten out, by the joyous, wild, murky orchestra. The essence of life seemed bodily motion. And when suddenly the music died, she dragged herself back to the present with a conscious effort; and a shameful certainty that not only had she been in the jungle, but that she had enjoyed it, began to taunt her. She hardened her determination to get away. She wasn't, she told herself, a jungle creature. (59) The complexity of feelings and movement expressed in this passage cuts crucially to the intersection of sexuality and race. If the Harlem nightclub can be a place of abandon and licentiousness, then to enjoy oneself in this place is to participate in the jungle. For Helga, to lose herself here is to risk the recognition of her own sexuality-a risk because to acknowledge in this place that she is a part of the place would be for her to fit a mold to which she is unwilling to conform fully. The danger of this conformity is to have one's sexuality examined and put on display as the "savage, Hurston's cabaret is a celebratory place-one in which she finds herself totally free, in which her color comes out. But this place of abandon is used in Hurston's text as a place in which she has knowledge that the white person beside her will never understand. When Hurston returns from the "jungle" she finds that her white friend has not heard the music at all-"He is so pale with his whiteness then and I am so colored" (124). Hurston's scene is a scene of her own power, but I think that it points quite interestingly to something else-what whiteness sees when it looks at blackness. Although Hurston controls hearing in her text, she also replicates, perhaps unwittingly, the site of the exotic. As Barbara Johnson writes, "The move into the jungle is a move into mask; the return to civilization is a return to veneer. Either way, what is at stake is an artificial, ornamental surface" ("Thresholds" 177). For Hurston, this surface or mask is a positive place, but for Larsen this place is made more problematic.
Hurston, as Hazel Carby points out, deliberately constructed an image of "the folk" in her writing (169). Hurston's identification of this group as a positive ignored many racial conflicts. Her representation can compellingly be read as a romanticism which inadvertently reinscribes some of the same myths of blackness that Larsen is trying to dispel. Such a romanticism exhibits itself in the above scene. While Hurston found she was able to celebrate blackness in her affinities with jazz music, this music is the very thing that turns her into an animal. This animal is then a performance for her white friend, the friend that has not even heard the music. Hurston's performance of the exotic is a celebration, but within this celebration she does not read her own inscription of racial expectations. In other words, by making her celebration unproblematic, Hurston re-creates a segregation of knowledge. It is only in this place designated for blackness that she, as a black woman, can have a distinct access to knowledge. Larsen stages this cabaret scene again when Helga is in Denmark, this time rearranging the spectators. Helga is, in Hurston's words, "thrown against a sharp white background." Instead of being ashamed of her as Helga thought they might be, her Danish relatives are proud of her and parade Helga around Copenhagen wearing bright colors. Whereas in both Naxos and Harlem Helga felt awkward in her bright colors, when she gets to Copenhagen her aunt exclaims, " 'You must have bright things to set off the color of your lovely brown skin. Striking things, exotic things" (68). When Helga takes her first walk through Copenhagen she has a curious feeling. She feels "like a veritable savage," a feeling "intensified by the many pedestrians who stop . . . to stare at the queer dark creature, strange to their city" (69). Even though Helga feels "like nothing so much as some new and strange species of pet dog being proudly exhibited" (70), she comes to like Copenhagen and its people. While Helga is aware that she is walked around town as a "curio" (73,) she derives pleasure from knowing that people are looking at her and becomes used to the stares. Helga's relatives sculpt her in their white image of blackness-the black female exotic. And the clothes her aunt and uncle buy her offer one answer to Helga's plea for color: "There were batik dresses in which mingled indigo, orange, green, vermillion, and black; dresses of velvet and chiffon in screaming colors, blood-red,
